construction or sucn reactors win resume. Aimougn some MIMATUM officials continue to estimate that the first of these reactors will begin operation as soon as 1997, senior MINATOM official Boris Nikipelov recently estimated that it would be 10-15 years before the first of these reactors is completed, an estimate others continue to find optimistic.21
UNITED STATES
The United States has 109 operating nuclear power reactors, which supply 22 percent of the nation's electricity.
Basic Policy and Spent Fuel Management Plans. The United States has a once-through fuel cycle with disposal rather than reprocessing of the spent fuel from its nuclear reactors. President Carter decided against a civilian plutonium fuel cycle in the 1970s based on concerns over proliferation, economics, and environmental consequences.22 A major licensing effort for use of plutonium fuels in U.S. reactors then in progress was terminated. Later, Congress terminated the Clinch River breeder reactor program as well, although research on advanced fast reactors has continued.
Under Presidents Reagan and Bush, there were no prohibitions on domestic reprocessing, but since plutonium fuel use was not economically competitive with LEU fuels, no civilian reprocessing was undertaken. Thus, 70,000 tons of spent fuel from U.S. LWRs, along with vitrified HLW from past military and commercial reprocessing, are to be disposed of in the Yucca Mountain geologic depository, if and when that facility is approved.
Reprocessing. The military plutonium reprocessing facilities at Hanford, Washington and at Savannah River, South Carolina have largely closed down, although there is now discussion of reprocessing some materials that may be difficult to store for prolonged periods. The commercial reprocessing facility at West Valley, New York has been closed for well over a decade.
Fuel Fabrication and Use. No operating plutonium fuel fabrication facility exists in the United States. At the Hanford site, there is a partly completed MOX fabrication facility designed to provide fuel for experimental fast reactors. It could be modified and completed to produce some 50 MTHM/yr of light-water reactor fuel. No U.S. power reactors are currently licensed to burn MOX fuel, although with varying degrees of modification all U.S. LWRs could burn a one-third core. In addition, three currently operating and one partially completed System-80 LWRs could burn a full core of MOX fuel.
21 See Mark Hibbs, "Waste Disposal Top Priority for Back End, Nikipelov Says," NuclearFuel, July 19, 1993.tors, the BN-600 in Russia and the BN-350 in Kazakhstan, have burned plutonium fuel on an experimental basis, although as mentioned above they have operated primarily on highly enriched uranium (HEU) fuels. The Ministry of Atomic Energy (MINATOM) remains committed to building three to four large BN-800 breeder reactors. Construction of the first
